The article provides a close reading of the mother-son relationship in Elsa Morante's La Storia (1974) and Aracoeli (1982) . While previous critics have stressed the antithetical nature of the two Morantian portrayals of motherhood and the filial relationship, I argue that the author's account of early childhood as a pre-conceptual realm which resists all totalizing notions of identity and language suggests a previously under-explored continuity between the two novels. A Kristevan interpretative framework proves a useful tool in an investigation into the role of the maternal in the early formation of the self and the adoption of semiotic, preverbal forms of expression. While Ida's and Aracoeli's eventual descent into madness and Useppe's premature death constitute a failed attempt at recuperating a unitary notion of the self in the maternal, I will conclude that Manuele's ultimate 'abjection' of the mother signals an unprecedented step in Morante's discourse on subjectivity.
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Morante, Kristeva, subjectivity, child, mother, maternal, semiotic, pre-conceptual, preoedipal, Aracoeli Elsa Morante's writings, which consistently defy constrictive critical categories, abound in notions of self-alienation and dispossession. Whereas in the early stages of her career the adoption of the fantastic genre proves a fruitful tool to 're-shape notions of self and reality', 1 I will argue that Morante's complex conceptual and linguistic exploration of the pre-oedipal realm of the child in her later works La Storia (1974) and Aracoeli (1982) 2 suggests a commonly disputed continuity of thought. While previous criticism has principally focused on the radical break between La Storia's 'idealized' and Aracoeli's 'disturbing' image of motherhood and the filial relationship, with Garboli notably arguing that in Morante's latter 2 novel 'il vecchio schema glorioso (madre/figlio; Nunziata/Arturo; Ida/Useppe) viene lapidato e dato in pasto ai cani perché ne facciano strazio', 3 I will establish some significant affinities between the two portrayals of the mother-child bond instead. Firstly, I will identify a number of aspects marginalizing both the son and the maternal figure from the symbolic order of societal and linguistic norms in the two texts. Secondly, I will argue that both Useppe's and
Manuele's confinement and Ida's and Aracoeli's regression to the pre-conceptual realm of childhood reveal a profoundly decentred notion of selfhood. In this context, Julia Kristeva's ideas on the role of the maternal in the early formation of the self and language provide an interesting model to further explore Morante's idiosyncratic representation of the mother-son duo. 4 While the maternal sphere has a simultaneously comforting and disruptive role in both novels, I will conclude that it is only with Manuele's final recovery of the paternal that the author contemplates the possibility of 'abjecting' the disturbing, subversive part of the mother, paving the path for a new form of subjectivity.
La Storia and the Marginalized Subject
Featuring an omniscient, third-person narrator, La Storia (1974) 'incomplete' state of individuation. According to the critic, the maternal figure is central to the child's development of language and subjectivity. The infant's early union with the mother constitutes the realm of the semiotic, the pre-verbal, maternal space which precedes the formal constraints of the symbolic, the realm of structured language and social order. In order for the subject to become autonomous and to achieve 'la liberté psychique', the biological and psychic separation from the mother (also referred to as an act of 'abjection' or 'matricide'), remains 'un condition indispensable'. 8 And it is precisely Ida's and Useppe's failure to sever their intimate bond and to enter the symbolic order which confines them to a decentred, pre-oedipal state of selfhood.
The narrative portrayal of Ida, a mother-of-two in her late thirties, repeatedly emphasizes her resistance to normative conceptions of gender and identity. Despite her prematurely aged appearance, much emphasis is put on her child-like qualities ('era rimasta, nel fondo, una bambina', p. 21), and she is commonly portrayed with diminutives such as 'Iduzza' and 'donnetta'. Her lack of bodily awareness, together with the total absence of libidinal drive, is further indication of her defiance of binary gender categories. The intimacy 4 with her late husband is passively endured and characterized by an utter lack of desire or pleasure. Even more strikingly, sexual intercourse is likened to the act of a child being fed by his mother: 'E così da allora ogni sera gli si lasciava, dolce e disposta, come un bambino selvatico che si lascia docilmente imboccare dalla madre' (p. 37). Her puerile innocence is further underlined in Ida's only other experience of a sexual nature, the rape by the German soldier Gunther. The brutal episode remains profoundly blurred for the victim as Ida suffers an epileptic fit and subsequent blackout, leading her to refigure the act of violence into a dream-like episode in a pre-puberty child: 'Non fu per lei, neanche stavolta, un vero piacere erotico. Fu una straordinaria felicità senza orgasmo, come talora capita in sogno, prima della pubertà' (p. 70).
While on the one hand her resistance to the symbolic order marks Ida's exclusion from societal norms and practices, her regression to the pre-conceptual realm of the child is often represented as a positive retreat, sheltering both her and Useppe from the external threats of war. One such escapist route is provided by her dream-like impressions of the 'clandestine' Jewish ghetto, which she pictures as a nurturing, maternal space ('stalla materna, calda di respiri animali', p. 238) evoking lullabies and indistinct sounds:
Riconosceva il richiamo che la tentava laggiù e che stavolta le perveniva come una nenia bassa e sonnolenta, però tale da inghiottire tutti i suoi suoni esterni. I suoi ritmi irresistibili somigliavano a quelli con cui le madri ninnano le creature, o le tribù si chiamano a raccolta per la notte. (p. 337)
With its emphasis on infantile sounds, song and rhythm, the portrayal of the ghetto is reminiscent of the Kristevan chora, the temporal and spatial realm of the pre-oedipal, 5 indistinct totality of mother and child. Kristeva also significantly underscores the potential of the semiotic to disrupt the symbolic order of language:
Ce sera donc en fissurant cet ordre, en le coupant, en changeant le vocabulaire, la syntaxe, le mot même, en dégageant sous eux la pulsion telle que la porte la différence vocalique ou kinésique, que la jouissance s'introduira à travers l'ordre socio-symbolique. 9 The oneiric quality of Ida's impressions of the ghetto, together with their focus on the pre- 
Aracoeli
Aracoeli has often been dismissed as Morante's self-destructive and desperate last novel.
With its prevalent focus on the allegedly antithetical, disturbing nature of the mother-son relationship, critics often ignore the fact that the author's concern with disruptive mothers dates back to her earliest writings. 11 In Diario 1938, an autobiographical diary in which the young author records her dreams in a non-linear, fragmentary fashion, the mother's ubiquitous presence in fact already oscillates between unfulfilled desire and an insistent threat of death and disintegration:
A un certo punto di questi sogni, vedendo nel riquadro di una finestra il corpo enfiato, il viso disfatto di mia madre, io, distesa a terra più in basso [...], avevo un terrore spaventoso della morte. [...] La morte mi appariva come un corpo squallido, gonfio e viscoso. Un affetto cupo mi attirava a mia madre, già possesso della bruttezza e del disfacimento che preparano per lunghi anni la fine della morte. Manuele is a maladapted homosexual who struggles with self-alienation and a deep sense of abandonment, and whose hesitant process of individuation is closely linked to his profound anchorage in the maternal. 15 The early years spent in Totetaco recall the 'fusione incantevole' (p. 108) of the womb, a place of blissful indistinction which precedes the activation of gender categories whilst cancelling out even basic norms of differentiation:
Per me fra l'unità e i suoi multipli non esistevano confini precisi, così come ancora l'io non si distingueva chiaramente dal tu e dall'altro, né i sessi uno dall'altro. Per tutto il tempo di Totetaco, io non ebbi nozione di essere maschio, ossia uno che mai poteva diventare donna come Aracoeli. (pp. 118-19)
Reminiscent of the symbiotic filial bond in La Storia, in the Edenic phase of childhood
Manuele's pre-conceptual notion of the self literally merges with the maternal figure, forming a 'congiunzione inseparabile per natura di cui pareva a me naturale anche l'eternità' (p. 120).
And it is from the very moment of separation, metaphorically identified in the act of giving birth, that Manuele embarks on a perennial, regressive journey towards her: 'Da allora in realtà io non ho mai smesso di cercarla, e fino da allora la mia scelta era questa: rientrare in lei. Rannicchiarmi dentro di lei, nell'unica mia tana [...]' (p. 18).
While the novel is dominated by the protagonist's desperate search for wholeness in the maternal and his ensuing state of dereliction, 16 Aracoeli also stands accused of her 
